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The study of the linguistic landscape (LL) in its own right is a relatively new area of interest in 
applied linguistics and other fields. It is concerned with the “the visibility and salience of language 
on public and commercial signs in a given territory or region” such as road signs, advertising 
billboards, shop signs, street names, place names, and public signs on government buildings 
(Landry & Bourhis 1997, p.23). This paper explores the LL as a site for social interaction, 
focusing specifically on the mixed use of languages on public and commercial signs. Looking at 
the linguistic elements on the signs and the contexts in which the signs are displayed, the paper 
addresses various issues in relation to multilingual signs from different perspectives. It is argued 
that language choice and the juxtaposition of words from multiple languages on signs reveal 
particular aspects about not only the sign-makers1 but also their viewers and society as a whole. 
In addition, the paper demonstrates with evidence from various places around the globe that 
code-mixing in public and commercial signage is a widespread phenomenon that constitutes a 
significant topic in the study of context and discourse. Discussion centers on the reciprocal and 
circular relationship between the LL and its speech community. On the one hand, the LL, as a 
cultural text, reflects the aesthetic and sometimes political views and values of a speech community, 
notably what is deemed to be socially, culturally, or politically acceptable, important, desirable, or 
appealing to members of the specific community. In this sense, the LL can be regarded as a product 
of the individuals and institutions who are involved in its making. In addition, the LL serves as a 
mediator that deals with different needs and interests. On the other hand, the LL is embedded in a 
larger context in which interactions occur between the sign-makers and the viewers―a process that 
can have an influence on the latter’s perception of and attitudes towards certain linguistic choices, 
styles and structures. The experience helps to shape the audience’s views and values and affect their 
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language attitude, linguistic behavior, and even their perception of self-identity.
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1.  Introduction and Definitions
　　Walking down the street in the city, we are surrounded by all kinds of information through 
various channels of communication, such as traffic lights, road signs, posters, shop signs, 
notices, window displays, bus advertisements, broadcast announcements, and lights and sirens on 
emergency vehicles. While some of the information catches our attention immediately, some may 
take a while, and others may remain invisible forever. It all depends on whether we perceive the 
information, notice it, and understand it, consciously or unconsciously, and with or without effort. 
In recent years, language display in public areas, in particular, is attracting attention from a host 
of social science and humanities disciplines. This focused area of study is known as “linguistic 
landscape” (LL).
Linguistic Landscape
　　The term “linguistic landscape” has been used by various researchers in several different 
ways. In a rather general sense, it is used to describe and analyze the language situation of a 
country or a specified geographical area (e.g. Sciriha & Vassallo, 2001; Kreslins, 2003), often 
interchangeably with related concepts such as language ecology, linguistic mosaic, or language 
diversity. Over the last decade, a growing number of studies have used the term in a more specific 
sense to refer to the written texts or any kind of language display in the public sphere of a particular 
street, neighborhood, city, region, country, or geographical area. In a study on the linguistic 
experience and behaviors of French Canadians, Landry and Bourhis (1997) define linguistic 
landscape as follows: 
The language of public road signs, advertising billboards, street names, place 
names, commercial shop signs, and public signs on government buildings 
combines to form the linguistic landscape of a given territory, region, or urban 
agglomeration. (p.25)
This definition provides a basic frame and methodology for research on the language of public and 
commercial signage. Ben-Rafael et al. (2006) further expand the frame of research by redefining 
the LL as “linguistic objects that mark the public space” including “any sign or announcement 
located outside or inside a public institution or a private business in a given geographical location” 
(p.7, p.14). Since LL research is typically urban-based, Coulmas (2009) argues that “linguistic 
landscape is really linguistic cityscape” (p.14). Whatever it is labeled, the study of signs and other 
forms of language display in public spaces has developed rapidly as a new area of research in its 
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own right. The multitude of papers included in three recently published books, i.e., Gorter (2006), 
Shohamy and Gorter (2009), and Shohamy et al. (2010), show that the LL is a dynamic area of 
study that can be approached from a wide range of perspectives across disciplines. As clearly 
indicated by the title of Gorter’s book Linguistic Landscape: A New Approach to Multilingualism, 
the notion of LL has given rise to a new approach to the study of multilingualism. Backhaus (2007) 
and McCormick and Agnihotri (2009), among others, have shown that code-mixing is a widespread 
phenomenon in the LLs around the world.
Code-mixing
　　In linguistics, the term “code-mixing” denotes the mixed use of two or more languages or 
language varieties in speech or writing. While some scholars use it interchangeably with “code-
switching,” others apply “code-mixing” to refer to switching at the intra-sentential level, as 
opposed to “code-switching” which involves linguistic units above the clause level. Another 
distinction is that while code-switching is more concerned with the actual linguistic behavior 
of multilingual persons, code-mixing emphasizes the formal aspects of language structures and 
suggests hybrid forms composed of elements from distinct grammatical systems (Bokamba, 
1989; Muysken, 2000). Although both intra- and inter-sentential switching can be found in LLs, 
code-mixing is more common on public and commercial signs simply because in most cases the 
space allowed for written information is highly limited.2  Focusing on code-mixing on public and 
commercial signs, this paper attempts to explore the LL as a site for social interaction.
　　In the following sections, I will first outline the basic types of LL signs and their functions. 
Next I will present some major research findings on code-mixing and the use of English in the LLs 
around the world, followed by a review of different language policies on signposting and their 
effects. Finally, I will discuss the LL as a site for social interaction with a focus on the bidirectional 
relationship between the LL and members of its speech community.
2.  LL Signs: Types and Functions
　　LL researchers have reported important differences between public and private signs (e.g. 
Backhaus, 2006; Ben-Rafael et al., 2006; Huebner, 2006). Public signs refer to government signs 
such as official signs for street names, road signs, and the names of government buildings. These 
signs are known as “top-down” signs as they are made by government agencies and must abide by 
the government’s language policy. Private signs, on the other hand, are non-official, commercial 
signs such as shop signs, advertisements, and company notices. Although private signs may be 
influenced by a specific language policy, they mainly reflect individual preferences and are hence 
regarded as “bottom-up” signs (Gorter & Cenoz, 2008, p. 348). 
　　Landry and Bourhis (1997) point out that the use of language in official and non-official 
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signs can range from similar to radically different. Where similar, the LL looks “consistent and 
coherent;” where radically different, it suggests social discord (p.27). Compared with top-down 
signs, bottom-up signs represent a more accurate reflection of the current linguistic make-up of 
society.
　　In addition, Landry and Bourhis make a clear distinction between informative and symbolic 
functions of language signs. The informative function indicates the boundaries of the territory 
inhabited by a particular language group and the availability of a specific language to communicate 
in that territory. The use of a given language on public signs, for example, could mean that one can 
expect to use that language in the public institutions in the territory. It does not, however, mean 
that the use of a certain language printed on signs will necessarily coincide with one’s right to 
use it in communication with the authorities, or that a speaker of that language is actually there to 
provide help when needed. The symbolic function, on the other hand, refers to the perception that 
members of a language group have of the value and status of their languages as compared with 
other languages. Because the language on public signs is visible to all passers-by, it can symbolize 
the strength of that language and affect its subjective ethnolinguistic vitality. 
　　Like street names and traffic signs, the language signs on shops are designed with the primary 
aim of conveying a given message to the viewers. They are also used to draw the attention of 
their target audience to the shops and stimulate their desire to purchase whatever is being sold 
simply because multilingual signs are usually more eye-catching than monolingual ones. Given the 
commercial nature of shop signs, the use of linguistic elements from two or more languages is often 
more symbolic than informative. When encountering a bilingual or multilingual sign, therefore, one 
should not assume that the staff can communicate in the languages displayed on their signboards. 
Huebner (2006), for example, noted that the linguistic tokens that make up the LL of Bangkok, 
Thailand, play an important role in marking geographical and social borders. In a comparative 
study of the multilingual signs in Cape Town, South Africa and Delhi, India, McCormick and 
Agnihotri (2009) reported that the signs reveal perceptions of the relative socio-economic power 
and status of the different groups of people who live in the two cities.
3.  Code-Mixing in Language Display and the Global Use of English
　　Due to global trends in business, economy, politics, technology, entertainment industry and 
other areas, the presence of English in the LL has become a normal feature of daily life around 
the world including territories in which English is not dominant or even used for communication 
among members of the speech community. Shop signs of transnational corporations and big-box 
stores such as McDonald’s, Kentucky, Pizza Hut, Starbucks, Coca-Cola, Wal-Mart, Tesco, and 
Kmart can now be found in many countries. While some of these signs are in English only, some 
contain elements from two languages or more. In most cases, the mixture involves English and a 
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local language.
3.1 Code-Mixing Strategies
　　McCormick and Agnihotri (2009) identified two main strategies for language mixing on 
multilingual signs, namely, “alternation” and “incorporation.” Alternation involves phrases 
from more than one language, each retaining its own orthography and script, as illustrated in the 
trilingual signs in Figures 1 and 2.
　　Incorporation refers to the mixing of elements from different languages into one phrasal 
structure, one orthographic system, and/or one script. The mixed-language shop signs shown in 
Figures 3 and 4 represent this type of code-mixing. 
　　According to Backhaus (2006), 20% of the signs in Tokyo were bilingual or multilingual. 
Cenoz and Gorter (2006) reported that 55% of the signs in Donostia-San Sebastian in the Basque 
Country (Spain) and 44% of the signs in Ljouwert-Leeuwarden, Friesland (The Netherlands) were 
bilingual or multilingual.
 
Figure 1. A trilingual shop sign in Hong Kong.
 
This sign shows the name of a sauna facility written in Chinese, English and 
Japanese (From top to bottom). The three languages appear on separate lines in 
different colors and sizes. (Photo taken by the author in 2012). 
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Figure 2. A trilingual shop sign in Taiwan.
This sign indicates a Thai restaurant in Chinese, English and Thai (From top to 
bottom). Two of the six Chinese characters on this sign are printed in a larger 
size. They are placed vertically on the left side of the sign in yellow, while the 
other four Chinese characters line up horizontally above the English and Thai 
texts, all in different colors. The Chinese text contains a Japanese loanword for 
cuisine. (Photo taken by the author in 2011).
 
Figure 3. A multi-script shop name in Taiwan.
 
The identical signs on both sides of this picture show the name of a curtain 
shop. The four-character shop name consists of elements from three languages: 
Chinese+Japanese+English+Chinese (From left to right) and is pronounced by 
Mandarin speakers as chuang de yi shang (lit. ‘window clothes’). The de and 
yi sounds represent the naturalized pronunciation of the Japanese and English 
elements in Mandarin. (Photo taken by the author in 2011).
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Figure 4. A mixed-language shop sign in Hong Kong.
 
This sign shows the name of a restaurant. The first line is partly Chinese and 
partly Japanese, whereas the second line is all English. The English text gives 
the name of the restaurant, but with no information on what kind of food it 
serves. The Chinese (Cantonese)-Japanese text shows that it is a shop that 
specializes in baked foods, but with no indication that it is a restaurant. (Photo 
taken by the author in 2012).
3.2 Informative vs. Symbolic Functions of English
　　Research also shows that English is widely used in the LLs around the world (Dimova, 
2007; Griffin, 2004; Huebner, 2006; MacGregor, 2003; McCormick & Agnihotri, 2009; Schlick, 
2002, 2003). At first glance, the use of English seems to be informational mainly aimed at foreign 
visitors. However, many authors have argued that the increasing presence of English in the LL has 
a strong symbolic function for the non-English-speaking local populations as well.
　　The use of English on signs reflects the ongoing process of globalization and the 
interconnectedness among different peoples and cultures. In addition, it reveals the cultural 
diversity of urban communities and the increasingly important role of English in business 
communication and advertising. Kelly-Holmes (2005) states that English, as an international 
language, is not necessarily associated with a particular country such as Britain or America. It has 
become a “symbol of modernity, progress, and globalization” (Piller, 2003, p.175) and is often 
used as a “status-enhancing embellishment” in local advertising (MacGregor, 2003, p.19). English 
used for this specific purpose has been described as “vogue English,” “display English,” “mood 
English,” or “decorative English” (Brock, 1991; Curtin 2007; Dougill, 1987; Ross, 1997). In most 
cases, the English text is “designed to be seen rather than read, the visual appeal of the foreign 
words taking precedence over their accuracy and appropriateness” so as to “convey a mood as 
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much as a message” (Kay, 1992, p.542).
　　Signs and advertisements that contain English text can evoke positive images and associations 
with values such as internationalism, future orientation, fun, high quality, prestige, success, 
sophistication, and trendiness. These values are connected not only with the products or services 
offered by the businesses but also with the implied consumers. Just as the act of speaking English 
or frequently mixing some English into one’s speech is often taken to be markers of being urban 
and sophisticated, the use of English in language display, whether alone or in combination with 
another language, indexes similar qualities of the products or services and particular aspects of 
the consumer’s actual or aspired identity. Piller (2003) states that while the exclusive use of local 
languages symbolizes “local pride and patriotism” and the use of English “globalization,” the 
mixing of English with local languages can be regarded as “the linguistic equivalent of having 
one’s cake and eating it, too” (p.176). In some cultural settings, similar effects can be achieved 
by mixing elements from other foreign languages such as French, Spanish, Italian, Japanese, and 
Korean (Curtin, 2009). 
4.  Rules and Regulations on Signposting
　　Language policy can have a direct impact on linguistic landscaping. As noted by Landry and 
Bourhis (1997), the use of different languages in the LL, particularly in multilingual countries or 
regions, can reflect the relative power and status of the languages and the ethnic groups they are 
associated with. This is related to the fact that some countries, provinces or cities have adopted 
legal measures to dictate the use of one language and non-use or minimum use of another in 
the LL, affecting both top-down and bottom-up signs. In some areas, bilingual and multilingual 
signs have been a source of great controversy. Debates are not only about the use or non-use of 
a language, usually a foreign language or the language of a minority group, but also about how a 
specific language should be displayed on the signs, such as spelling of place names, orthography, 
position of the language vis-a-vis other languages, size of font, and even the color in which the 
language should be displayed. 
　　The following are some examples of rules and regulations on signposting and their social 
effects. Although most of the rules and regulations are about top-down signs such as road signs and 
government signs, some of them also apply to commercial signage.
Spain and the Netherlands
　　In Catalonia, Spain, the Catalan autonomous government introduced a linguistic law that 
aimed to increase the use of Catalan within the region. The law requires all public and private signs 
to have some presence of the Catalan language (e.g. Figure 5). Violations are subject to penalty 
of legal fines. Interestingly enough, although Spanish and Aranese also have official status in the 
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region, there is no legal obligation to display information in either language (Gorter & Cenoz, 
2008; “Languages of Catalonia,” 2012).
Figure 5. A monolingual Catalan sign of a park in Catalonia (Spain).
Most signs in Catalonia are in Catalan only. (“Languages of  Catalonia,” 2012).
　　Cenoz and Gorter (2006) observed that 55% of the signs in Donostia-San Sebastian in 
the Basque Country (Spain) and 44% of the signs in Ljouwert-Leeuwarden, in Friesland (The 
Netherlands) contained more than one language. The LL of the Basque Country reflected a great 
impact of a relatively strong language policy to promote the use of Basque, whereas no such effect 
was found in the case of Frisian. 
Japan
　　In Japan, the Metropolitan Government of Tokyo and some ward offices under its jurisdiction 
have developed specific regulations to govern language choice and use on official signs, especially 
road signs and traffic signs. The regulations allow not only Japanese and English but also 
Chinese and Korean to be used on the signs but Japanese must be visually more prominent by 
appearing first and taking two times more space on the signs than any other language. Although 
these regulations only apply to official signs in Tokyo, their application by the private sector is 
recommended (Backhaus, 2009).
Scotland, Norway and Italy
　　Puzey (2007) provides us with a deeper look into the controversial nature of multilingual signs 
by comparing the use of minority language in the LLs of Scotland, Norway and Italy.
　　In Scotland, the Highland Council adopted a “Gaelic Signposting Policy” in 1996 to allow 
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bilingual place names and monolingual Gaelic names that were “virtually identical” to the English 
names to be used on signs on the roads controlled by the Council. By 2003, all the trunk roads were 
bilingualized (e.g. Figure 6). While many people have criticized the installation of such bilingual 
signs as an ineffective way of revitalizing a dying language, some argue that the signs may help 
to foster a strong local identity, and more importantly, they may bring economic benefits to the 
region as greater visibility of Gaelic texts can help to create a unique image of Scotland for tourists. 
Pedersen (1995) writes, 
Visual evidence of the existence of Gaelic is an important part of the process of 
affirming the distinctiveness of the Highlands and Islands to visitors (especially 
from the continent) as well as to residents. A major, and relatively inexpensive 
aid to creating this “Gaelic Face” to the product is the provision of Gaelic or 
bi-lingual signage and written information, including street signs, shop fronts, 
logos etc….” (p.293)
　　As regards to prominence and language order on bilingual signs, there is no consistency even 
among the public signs. According to the Highland Council’s Gaelic Language Plan, external signs 
on Council buildings should place Gaelic above English, whereas the reverse order is preferred on 
internal signs (Highland Council, 2007, p.32). 
Figure 6. A Gaelic-English direction sign onTrunk Road A82
(Highland, Scotland).
 
On this sign, the Gaelic names of a primary school, a high school, and a 
community center are placed above English in a contrasting color. The sign 
shows inconsistent spelling of Glenurguhart in English. (Puzey, 2007).
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Figure 7. An English-Gaelic sign of The Highland Council,
Dingwall (Highland, Scotland).
 
This sign features the Council’s logo with its integral Gaelic text and the Gaelic 
name of the institution. English is above Gaelic and the slogan “Serving the 
Highland Community” is in English only. (Puzey, 2007).
Figure 8. A Gaelic-English sign of a public library 
in Dingwall (Highland, Scotland).
 
This sign shows Gaelic before English. The contact information and the 
Highland Council’s slogan are in English only (Puzey, 2007).
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Figures 9-11. Welcome signs in Dingwall (Highland, Scotland)
with Gaelic and English texts.
   
  
     
　　　　　Figure 9 　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　Figure 10
 
Figure 11
Figure 9 provides the same information in Gaelic and English. The English text 
is printed in a much larger font than the Gaelic text, which appears around the 
town’s coat of arms in a smaller font and is easily mistaken as part of its design. 
Figure 10 alternates Gaelic and English texts from top to bottom: Gaelic→
English→English→Gaelic. Figure 11 places the Gaelic text Ceud mile failte 
gu (lit. ‘a hundred thousand welcomes to’) at the center of the sign but makes 
no reference to Inbhir-Pheofharain (lit. ‘mouth of the River Peffery’), the 
modern Gaelic name of Dingwall (Puzey, 2007).
 
Although the signposting policy has no legal force and does not affect other public institutions or 
the private sector, an increasing number of public institutions and businesses in the Highlands and 
Islands now include Gaelic text on their signs (e.g. Figures 7-11).
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　　In Norway, campaigning for minority language signs has caused mixed feelings among 
the minority populations and more conflicts between them and the dominant group. In 1990, 
regulations concerning the official use of Sámi, a minority language spoken in a vast area that 
extends over the borders of Norway into Sweden, Finland and Russia, were added to the all-
encompassing samelov (Sámi Act). Most measures introduced by the Sámi Act only apply in 
a limited area. Although the language regulations, popularly known as språklova (the [Sámi] 
Language Act), stated that multilingual road signs must have place names given in the following 
order: Sámi→Norwegian→Finnish, it was overridden by the Place Name Act 1990 as the Place 
Name Act required that all official road signs in Norway be given in the three languages in a 
different order, i.e., Norwegian→Sámi→Finnish. Unlike the case of Scotland, the application of 
the Sámi Act in Norway aroused strong feelings from both the Sámi and Norwegian populations 
because of the long history of assimilation politics and suppression against the Sámi. As a result, 
road signs displaying Sámi place names often became targets of criticisms and vicious attacks. In 
most cases, the Sámi texts on the signs were simply painted over or the signs were removed. In a 
few vicious cases, however, the signs were shot at by opponents using firearms (e.g. Figure 12).
　　In Italy, the separatist Lega Nord (Northern League Party) has carried out a graffiti campaign 
to “dialectize” Italian place names on signs since the early 1980s. Their standard strategy is to 
cover the vocalic endings of the Italian names with paint or stickers to create dialectal equivalents 
(e.g. Figure 13). Although it is illegal to do so, road sign graffiti has become an important part of 
the Lega’s communication style and a symbol of their efforts to legitimize the use of dialects. From
 
Figure 12. A defaced Sámi-Norwegian municipal boundary
sign in Gáivuotna-Kåfjord (Norway).
 
This sign is on display at Tromso University Museum. The Sámi text 
‘Gáivuona suohkan’ has been obliterated using firearms and paint
 (Puzey, 2007).
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Figure 13. A defaced road sign in Luino (Varese, Italy).
 
Four place names on this sign have been smeared with Leghist green paint to 
create dialect equivalents. The ‘o’ of Lugano has been covered with the label 
from a beer bottle (Puzey, 2007).
 
the late 1990s, some municipalities under League administrations began putting up official signs 
in dialect. In 2003, the Chamber of Deputies finally approved the use of “regional languages or 
local idioms … in addition to the designation in the Italian language” on municipal boundary signs 
(Codice della Strada 2003, Article 37).
Canada, Germany and France
　　As mentioned earlier, English is widely used in the LLs around the world, including places 
where English is not a dominant language. While it is generally accepted as a fact of modern life, 
the phenomenon is perceived by some people including local residents, language activists, and 
academics as a threat to the preservation of local languages and cultures. Words with negative 
connotations such as “an encroaching English,” “penetrating,” and “foreign infiltration” are used to 
refer to the widespread use of English in non-English-dominant territories and its negative effects 
on local communities (Schlick, 2002; The Canadian Press, 08/30/2011).
　　Some countries or regions have developed specific rules and regulations to stop and prevent 
English usage in the LL that is judged to be excessive. One of the most well-known examples is 
the Charter of the French Language of 1977, commonly known as “Bill 101” in Quebec, Canada3 
(see Table 1). The law included provisions that required all exterior business signs in Quebec to 
be expressed in French only. These measures were relaxed in 1993 so that other languages can 
now be included but French must be “markedly predominant.” The Office Québécois de la Langue 
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Francaise (OQLF, Quebec Office of French Language), a public organization whose initial mission 
is to promote the French language and assure its visual predominance in the province, has generally 
interpreted “markedly predominant” to mean that the French letters should be twice the size of 
other languages. This was humorously captured in a caricature of the Office’s inspectors dressed as 
language police, patrolling the streets of Quebec with rulers, ever ready to measure the comparative 
size of the French letters and those of other languages on bilingual commercial signs (see Figure 
14). In November 2011, the Office launched an awareness campaign targeting multinational chains 
and companies with English trademarks.
　　In a similar vein, the Verein Deutsche Sprache e. V. (formerly Verein zur Wahrung der deutschen 
Sprache e. V. “Association for the Protection of the German Language”), the German counterpart 
of OQLF, has been waging an uphill battle against the spread of Anglicisms that are considered 
unnecessary, which according to Schlick (2002), is “a trend that creates in the Association’s view a 
mongrel language, sometimes called Denglish or Deutschlish or Gernglish or Gerlish”(p.3). 
　　Another example is the “Toubon Law” introduced in France in 1994, which stipulated that 
the French language must be used in official government publications, advertisements and other 
contexts in France (Gorter & Cenoz, 2008). 
 
Table 1. A brief timeline of important events in the
development of Quebec’s sign laws
1977 Bill 101, also known as the French Language Charter, is passed 
by a margin of 54-32 in Quebec’s legislature. It includes 
provisions that require all commercial signs in Quebec to be in 
French only.
1981 Deadline for all signs in the province to comply with Bill 101’s 
French-only requirement.
1983 Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms is passed.
1988 Supreme Court of Canada decision strikes down the French-
only provisions of the French Language Charter. Quebec 
government invokes the notwithstanding clause.
1993
Bill 86 is passed by Quebec’s Liberal government to incorporate 
changes to Bill 101 mandated by the 1988 Supreme Court 
decision. The updated bill allows languages other than French 
to be included on commercial signs, but requires French to be 
“markedly predominant.”
Sources: Bourhis, R. Y. (2008) and The Canadian Press (08/30/2011).
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Figure 14. A caricature of the language inspectors in Quebec.
Source: Aislin (1988).
　　The examples given above suggest that some cities or countries have adopted certain language 
policies or established special agencies mainly to promote the status of a language which is deemed 
important to the territory, and in some cases measures are developed as a reaction to redirect the 
“natural” development of the LL, such as passing a bill that allows the presence of text written 
in a minority language on public signs or one that prohibits the “over-extensive” use of a foreign 
language on commercial signs. These observations point to the fact that the authorities can 
play an important role in the shaping and reshaping of the LL. This has strong implications for 
understanding the relationship between the LL and its speech community.
5.  LL as a Site for Social Interaction
　　The media, as Bell (1995) states, are linguistic and social institutions that not only reveal 
various aspects about a society but also contribute to its character. For one thing, media language 
forms a large portion of the linguistic input people receive every day in the modern world. For 
another, media language is often used as a projection of the speech of its assumed audience and 
readership. While media usage reflects the culture, politics, and social life of a speech community, 
it also shapes people’s language use, attitudes and ways of thinking. 
　　Here, I would like to argue that the LL, which is represented in various forms of media, can 
be interpreted at a deeper level as a site for social interaction in relation to cultural literacy and 
language policy. Although the participants of the interaction might initially be seen as limited to 
the sign-makers and the viewers, there are actually three parties involved: 1) the sign-makers, i.e., 
the senders of the message, including all the parties involved in the production of a sign such as 
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the government agency or shop owner who ordered the sign, concept creator, and text writer; 2) 
the direct target audience of the sign, i.e., the assumed (or intended) receiver(s) of the message―the
consumers; and 3) the passers-by, some of whom may be indirect target audience, i.e., the
un-assumed (or un-intended) receivers of the message―the potential consumers and mere onlookers. 
　　Regarding the nature of the interaction, Curtin (2009) remarks,
While seemingly of a fixed ‘place,’ the LL is not merely composed of referential 
“signs” (physically or semiotically speaking); rather, it engages one in 
interactional readings that require assigning indexical values and identities to 
both the sign makers and readers. (p.234)
　　There are two major considerations in the making of the LL. First, what is “acceptable” and 
“appropriate” in terms of social legitimacy? In other words, whether it is considered by the speech 
community to be morally, legally, and/or politically good or correct. Second, what is “desirable” 
and “important” for the audience? That is to say, whether it reflects the viewers’ interests and 
matches their needs. On the one hand, while the LL can be regarded as a display of the actual or 
aspired identities of both the sender and the receiver, it is also a form of self-presentation of the 
entire community. On the other hand, the LL itself plays an active role in the process of reshaping 
and redefining the values of a speech community. First, the LL contributes to the construction of 
the sociolinguistic context because people process the visual information that comes into sight. 
Second, the language in which the signs are written can influence people’s perception of the status 
of different languages spoken in their community and even their own linguistic behavior. Third, 
the LL or parts of the LL can potentially have an impact on our knowledge about language and 
language use.
　　Aesthetics is not a perspective that linguists take to describe or analyze linguistic data. Words 
such as “ugly” or “beautiful” are considered inappropriate by linguists for the description of a 
language because one’s criteria for beauty are influenced by one’s tastes, biases and experiences 
and thus represent subjective perceptions rather than objective realities. Nevertheless, lay people 
do sometimes use such words to describe languages specifically when something about a particular 
language arouses their personal emotions, which in turn affects their attitudes toward that language.
　　As detailed in the previous section, language policy can have a strong impact on the shaping 
and reshaping of the LL. It influences how people perceive the use of language on signs, what they 
consider to be socially, culturally or politically acceptable, important, desirable, or appealing to 
members of the specific community. Another way to look at it is that the LL serves as a mediator 
that deals with a web of different needs and interests. In other words, the LL reveals what is favored 
and shared by the people living in the same community. In this sense, the LL can be regarded as 
a product of the individuals and institutions who are involved in its making. On the other hand, 
the LL is embedded in a larger context in which the sign-makers and viewers interact and 
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negotiate with each other―a process that can have an influence on the latter’s perception of and 
attitudes toward certain linguistic choices, styles and structures. The experience helps to shape the 
audience’s views and values and affect their language attitude and linguistic behavior.
　　Landry and Bourhis (1997) remark that while the LL can reflect the sociolinguistic situation 
of a particular territory, it can also manipulate an individual’s assessment of the status languages, 
and this can in turn affect the linguistic behavior of the individuals. Take the Canadian context for 
example. The French LL experience of the Quebec Francophones was a major factor contributing 
to the socio-psychological aspects of their bilingual development. The LL affected their beliefs 
about the vitality of the Francophone communities and thus constituted a significant factor in the 
processes of their language maintenance and shift. 
　　The following episodes taken from Schlick (2002) and Grenersen (1995) illustrate that the 
presence of a particular language in the LL can have an effect on people’s attitudes toward the 
language and the people and culture with which it is associated. 
Episode #1 
　　The author Schlick, an Austrian researcher, was addressed by a couple she met for the first 
time when taking pictures of English signs in Klagenfurt, Austria.
They [an Austrian couple] encouraged me to struggle against this sort of
 Überfremdung (“foreign infiltration”) and said that they were annoyed to see 
so many foreign terms, especially English ones, everywhere in Klagenfurt. 
(Schlick, 2002, p.3)
　　This episode features an Austrian couple who was strongly against what they perceived as 
the excessive use of foreignisms, especially Anglicisms, on the shop signs in their town. As far 
as they were concerned, too much English on the street was an unpleasant sight. They referred 
to it as “foreign infiltration.” When they saw the author taking pictures of the English signs, they 
immediately assumed that she was opposed to the signs and was gathering material to make a 
complaint about it. 
Episode #2
　　The author Grenersen, a school-teacher in Trossemark, Norway, observed a group of pupils 
when they were talking about the Sámi road sign debate. Marie and Tor were two of the pupils with 
Sámi-speaking parents.
“Tenk hva finfolkan fra Harstad ville tru når de jkorer forbi og ser de skiltan” 
(‘Think what the sophisticated people from Harstad would think when they 
drive by and see those signs’), said Marie.
Tor said, as usual, that [the] Sámi [language] was ugly. Nobody thought 
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positively of the idea of Sámi road signs. 
　　　(Grenersen, 1995, p.179; as cited in Puzey, 2007, p.37)
Another pupil had commented earlier in her own Norwegian dialect, “Smaisk e ikkje fint” (‘Sámi is 
not fine’ [fint means beautiful, refined, cultivated, fashionable]) (ibid.)
　　These comments represented the Sámi children’s general reactions to the use of their heritage 
language on public road signs. For these children, hiding their Sámi identity from other peoples, 
particularly the Norwegians, seemed to be necessary for protecting themselves and avoiding 
conflict. The author wrote:
If Sámi language road signs were put up, everyone who drove along the main 
road would see the signs with Sámi text. The invisible markeSamisk society, 
shielded by hills and ridges, would be uncovered. The road signs would call out 
to the world: Sámi live here―and we are in the best of health! The teasing and 
bullying in Norwegian society, which several grandparents told they had been 
subjected to, but which has not been evident in recent years, could flare up. 
This was what the pupils were thinking of when they were against Sámi road 
signs.
[…] The pupils knew that Sámi road signs could be a hazardous venture, an 
undertaking that could unexpectedly hit them hardest, as they would be bussed 
down to the central school in the morning and back again in the afternoon every 
day for a year. Think what an excuse that could give them down by the coast. 
Freed from their own Samiskhet [Sámi-ness], they would now feel the threat of 
Vuobmegiecce, Hoantas, Snoalta, Heallo-Niarga and other peculiar places. 
(Grenersen, 1995, p.181; as cited in Puzey, 2007, p.38)
6.  Conclusion
　　Gorter (2007) states that the LL “is after all contributing to the overall image the tourists 
have of the city in terms of hospitality, relevant information and communication” (p.22). Since the 
LL is neither static nor inalterable, when the LL changes, the overall image of the city undergoes 
changes, too. This paper has shown that there is a reciprocal and circular relationship between the 
LL and its audience which can lead to dynamic changes in both. Despite its superficial appearance, 
the LL to a large extent reflects the views and values of a speech community, notably what is 
deemed to be socially, culturally or politically acceptable, important, desirable, or appealing to 
members of the specific community. It is in this sense that the LL can be regarded as a product 
of all the individuals and institutions who are involved in its making. Furthermore, the LL serves 
as a mediator that deals with different needs and interests. As a site for social interaction, the LL 
is embedded in a larger context in which the sign-makers and viewers constantly interact and 
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negotiate with each other. This is an ongoing process which in turn can have a direct impact on the 
viewers’ perception of and attitudes towards certain linguistic choices, styles and structures. Not 
only does the experience help to shape and reshape people’s views and values, but it also affects 
their language attitude, linguistic behavior and even their perception of self-identity, particularly in 
relation to members of other ethnic groups in the same community. 
Notes
1.  The term “sign-maker” is used throughout this paper to refer to all the parties involved in the
production of a sign, such as the state agency or shop owner who orders the sign, the concept 
creator, the text writer, those who actually make the sign, and those who put it out in public 
space.
2.  The focus of discussion in this paper is on traditional signage but it is worth pointing out that
with the advancement of technology, the space of a sign is no longer restricted to the actual 
fixed physical space of a signboard. The invention of digital signage is adding a new dimension 
to the LL by allowing different messages to appear, disappear, and reappear instantly one 
after another within the limited space of a monitor. Compared with traditional signage, digital 
signage allows sign-makers to include longer messages on a sign using various grammatical 
structures including sentences. Moreover, long sentences can be broken into smaller units 
and presented chunk by chunk. This provides sign-makers with a larger space to present their 
messages and hence more freedom to expand the scope of code-mixing by switching from one 
language to another at various levels. 
3.  Bill 101 was adopted by Parti Quebecois government in 1977 to improve the status of French 
relative to English within Quebec society. Despite the controversial clause that prohibited the 
use of languages other than French on roads signs, government signs and commercial shop 
signs, the law was highly welcomed by many Quebecois Francophones who felt that their 
language and minority status were threatened by  the increasing presence of non-Francophone 
immigrants, especially Anglophones. The law ensured the rights of every resident in Quebec to 
receive information in French when dealing with the Quebec public administration, semi-public 
agencies, and companies, as well as the right to be informed and served in French in retail 
stores. It also guaranteed the right of all employees to work in French and not to be dismissed 
or demoted simply because they are monolingual French speakers. As regards to the language 
of work, the law stipulated that companies with more than 50 employees must apply for a 
“francization certificate” that proved that they had the necessary infrastructure to use French 
as the language of work. In addition, Bill 101 guaranteed all Anglophone pupils in Quebec 
freedom to attend English-medium schools (Bourhis, 2008).
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